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AFRICAN FETISHISM. 

As in African ethnography and philology the terms Bantu and 
Negro are generally misunderstood and misused, so in African 
mythology has the word " fetish " become a source of lamentable 
confusion, not only in popular books of travel or missionary work, 
but also in scientific publications. It would be worth the while of 
a specialist having authority, to overhaul the literature relating to 
the subject, and make room for the truth by removing to the rub- 
bish-heap, where they belong, many erroneous notions. Ill-health 
and the limits of space allow me here only to state a few facts, which 
may be of service. 

A geography published two years ago divided the religions of the 
world into the following classes : monotheism (including Christian- 
ity, Judaism, and Islam), polytheism, and fetishism. The latter term 
was defined as the worship of inanimate objects, such as stones, 
trees, and so on ; and all the African negroes were said to be fetish- 
ists. As monotheists believe and serve only one God, and polythe- 
ists several, so the fetishists were represented as actually possessing 
no other god or gods than the fetish-objects. Whatever diverse 
views have been set forth by specialists, the above is still the preva- 
lent opinion. To the question : What is the religion of the Afri- 
can races ? many travellers still reply : He has no religion ; he knows 
nothing of God or of a future life ; he possesses only foolish supersti- 
tions, and worships idols, stones, and other "joojoos," " gregrees," 
or fetishes. 

The term " fetish " is employed without discrimination. It is of 
more frequent use in West Africa than in East Africa. On the west 
coast the word {fetiche in French and feitico in Portuguese) is applied 
to everything supernatural or reputed to be such, and by extension to 
everything connected therewith. Thus the spirits (both the human 
as well as the non-human, commonly called gods), the objects con- 
nected with their service (images, animals, consecrated trees or rocks, 
amulets consisting of horn, rags, etc.), are called fetishes ; the human 
mediums between the spirits and men, whether doctors, diviners, or 
priests in a special sense (z. e. servants of a particular spirit), are 
known as fetish-men. In Liberia and other West-African regions 
where English is spoken, the natives, when speaking English, adopt 
the terminology of the white man, and term the spirits in which 
they believe "devils;" and "devil-worship" is sometimes used as 
synonymous with spirit- worship. 

All writers who have been proficient in some special tongue of 
African negroes, and who have made a life-long study of the religious 
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conceptions of the tribes among whom they have lived, — whenever 
they express their own impressions, and do not blindly repeat what 
they have read in books, — are agreed that the African negro be- 
lieves in a Creator, who is invisible, and is therefore not represented 
by an idol. Though highly revered, this supreme being is not for- 
mally worshipped in any stated cult ; for this reason superficial observ- 
ers fail to detect both the belief in this being and the daily spiritual 
service of Him. Between God and man are the spirits who rule the 
forces of nature (the water, the air, vegetable and animal life). These 
correspond by their functions to the gods of Greek and Roman 
mythology, but by the natives are never confounded with the Su- 
preme Being. Nor are they confused with the manes, or shades, or 
souls of deceased persons, which continue, after separation from 
the body, to inhabit the upper as well as the nether world. But 
both the spirits of nature and the spirits of men may influence every 
man's life for weal or woe, and are therefore dreaded (not revered or 
loved), and must be propitiated by gifts (sacrifices) or consulted by 
divination. The connection between these two kinds of spirits and 
men is established by media ; these media are either persons (priests, 
divines, physicians, of either sex, who are endued with the faculty 
of being inspired or possessed by some spirit), or objects consecrated 
by such persons, or otherwise believed to have acquired certain prop- 
erties imparted by a spirit. The names of these spirits, the incan- 
tations by which they are propitiated or consulted, and the objects 
(talismans, amulets, etc.) by which this propitiation is effected, vary 
from those found among other races and on other continents, but 
the essential parts of the system are found to be those of the com- 
mon people the world over, as well in the oldest civilizations as 
in the present generation. It has been my privilege to associate 
personally with missionaries laboring among all races, to have 
perused missionary records of many societies in the respective 
tongues, and also to mingle with the ignorant classes of most so- 
called Christian nations ; and the more I ascertain and compare ori- 
ginal facts, the more am I impressed with the fundamental unity of 
the religious conceptions of Chinese, Hindoos, and American Indi- 
ans, as well as of nominal Moslems, Jews, and Christians, with the 
African negro. They all have a dim notion of a Supreme Being ; 
they all serve him far less than they serve the spirits, the mysteri- 
ous forces of nature, and the souls of deceased persons (ancestor 
worship, etc.), and put their trust in amulets, talismans, incantations, 
quacks, priests, soothsayers, spiritists, and the thousand and one 
manifestations and paraphernalia of the one universal disposition of 
mankind, known as superstition. 

Heli Chatelain. 



